ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Competency-based education has become a major topic of discussion in many education systems in the world today. This is because many employers are questioning qualifications awarded by training institutions since many graduates come out half-baked and can little handle the demands of the workplace set-up. It is becoming an increasingly popular concept as many institutions search for ways to improve college affordability and more accurately measure student learning. Competency-based education allows students to study and learn at their own pace. They can move quickly through material they already know and focus on what they still need to learn hence saving both time and money. Implemented effectively, competency-based education can improve quality and consistency, reduce costs, shorten the time required to graduate, and provide us with true measures of student learning. This is especially important because the learning outcome is the same for all abilities of learners and only time varies.
According to Soares, L (2012) , the benefits of competency-based approach have been recognized by policy makers and influencers in higher education. The Center for American Progress recently released a white paper that found that competency-based education could be the key to providing quality postsecondary education to millions of Americans at lower cost. This gives a lot of hope and opportunity for investment for developing countries in Africa since financing education is a big challenge.
Most technical institutions require a lot of capital investment in order to be able to provide the services they require to their clients. This is due to lack of enough funds for investment in laboratory equipment and other learning resources. In most countries that have adopted competency based education, some learning resources are shared between industry and the training institutions hence cutting down on cost.
DEFINING COMPETENCY BASED TRAINING
According to the Australian Vocational Education, Employment and Training Advisory Committee competence based training is training geared towards the attainment and demonstration of skills to meet industry-specified standards rather than to an individual"s achievement relative to that of others in a group.
In Australia, the former National Training Board (NTB) developed a broad definition of competency which incorporated underpinning knowledge as well as values and attitudes. Key competencies were also developed to detail the necessary skills and attributes all young people should have on entering the workforce. They were to be incorporated into education and training programs operating in sectors other than the VET sector, that is, the secondary and higher education sectors. These competencies are:
 Collecting and analyzing information  Communicating ideas and information  Planning and organizing activities  Working with others in teams  Using mathematical ideas and techniques  Solving problems  Using technology According to Smith and Keating (1997) , CBT has the following characteristics;  It"s based on competency standards  It focusses on outcomes not inputs  It involves industry  It takes account of recognition of prior learning (RPL)  It"s modularized  It"s self-paced  It"s assessment is based on demonstration of skills rather than knowledge  It"s assessment criterion-referenced and ungraded  It has flexible delivery  The competencies attained are widely recognized
The most important characteristic of competency-based education is that it measures learning rather than time. Students" progress by demonstrating their competence, which means they prove that they have mastered the knowledge and skills (called competencies) required for a particular course, regardless of how long it takes. While more traditional models can and often do measure competency, they are time-based. whereas most colleges and universities hold time requirements constant and let learning vary, competency-based learning allows us to hold learning constant and let time vary. It also changes the faculty role. Competency-based learning shifts the role of the faculty from that of "a sage on the stage" to a "guide on the side." Faculty members work with students, guiding learning, answering questions, leading discussions, and helping students synthesize and apply knowledge.
Competency-based education is an outcomes-based approach to education where the emphasis is on what comes out of the education system, that is, what graduates know and can do rather than what goes into the curriculum. With a competency-based approach, you do not begin preparing a course syllabus by identifying content and readings. Instead, you begin by identifying competencies and then select the content, readings, and assignments to support student attainment of those competencies.
In competency-based education, assessment is embedded in every step of the learning process in order to provide students with guidance and support toward mastery. This heightened level of assessment is designed to build competencies in real time. The following figure, from the National Postsecondary Education Cooperative"s report "Defining and Assessing Learning," provides a simple yet powerful visual of the competency-based approach.
Considering the pyramid, at the lowest level are traits and characteristics which are the foundation of learning and depict the innate makeup of individuals upon which further experiences can be built. This are the great contributors towards different learner abilities. The second level consists of skills, abilities, and knowledge developed through learning experiences broadly defined to include formal education, work, and participation in community affairs. This are more general and cut across all fields of learning. The third level, competencies, are the outcome of integrated learning experiences, in which skills, abilities, and knowledge are focused on the performance of a task. The tasks are specific to a particular trade or area of study. Finally, the top-most level, demonstrations, results from the application of competencies. Assessment is deeply embedded at all stages of this learning process. The assessment moves from general skills to specific competencies attained up the pyramid.
It can be seen that the design of the learning experience is dependent upon standardized and agreed-upon definitions for skills, abilities, and knowledge; competencies; and demonstrations. Once students, faculty, employers, and policymakers agree upon competencies that must be mastered, avenues are opened for students to personalize their learning options by selecting among different providers. They are free to go for providers whose instructions are delivered at the lowest cost but with same mastery of a subject. Smith et al. (1996) , in their study of the availability of competency-based training in TAFE and non-TAFE institutions in Australia showed that in 1994 the impact of CBT implementation was neither extensive nor comprehensive. This indicates that attaining a well-organized CBT system takes time and effort. They found that the proportion of CBT courses in TAFE had grown from 13 per cent in 1990 to 29 per cent in 1994. This is a small growth over 4 year period. Lowrie et al. (1999) conducted a nation-wide survey of teachers/trainers, as well as six case studies of CBT delivery, to examine the effects of CBT on the role of teachers/trainers in both TAFE and private providers of TVET. They found that over two thirds of teachers/trainers surveyed were strongly positive about CBT and that over 80 per cent of them considered they had a thorough understanding of CBT. This are several years after the start of CBT in Australia and this suggests that CBT had now been in place for long enough for practitioners to have developed a satisfactory understanding of its process and structure. This clearly indicates that developing countries in Africa must be patient enough before they can see the fruits of CBT.
Foster (1998) conducted a study of CBT implementation in Victoria and found strong industry support for CBT, particularly for training based on industry-defined competency standards and that which recognized the role of the workplace in training. The Industrial sector is often enticed when they realize what is in the project for them. It"s therefore important to work together with industry in defining competencies. Foster (1998) also found that CBT was well established in industry sectors such as building and construction, food, engineering, tourism and hospitality, and some areas of community services and health, such as child care, but only recently established in other sectors, such as agriculture, and yet to be implemented in most other areas of community services. It therefore apparent that sectors that have fast demanded service delivery are likely to be more positive and responsive to introduction of CBT in developing countries.
BENEFITS OF COMPETENCY BASED TRAINING
Mulcahy and James (1999) examined in detail the impact of CBT on Australian enterprises and found that CBT provided for the achievement of the following outcomes:  Specific, predominantly technical skill but was less effective in providing broadbased attitudinal/behavioural skills  Skills specific to individual enterprises many of which combined national competency standards with enterprise standards  Procedural knowledge and capacities for routine problem-solving but conceptual, tacit and experiential knowledge were given less attention  Ability to handle frequently recurring routine tasks but the ability to use existing knowledge in new ways and new solutions was given less attention Mulcahy and James (1999) also found that CBT benefitted particular stakeholders in the following ways:
Employers:
The main benefits of CBT to employers are that;  Learning can be achieved on the job.  Competencies can be developed which are suited to immediate needs (as well as leading to a recognized qualification for employees).  Employers can set standards (e.g. in-house competencies) and use standards already set (e.g. national competencies).
Supervisors:
The benefits of CBT to supervisors are that;  It provides greater transparency in training through presenting clear information on outcomes, thus lessening the need for supervision.  The synergy between training outcomes and other desired outcomes like quality and safety has distinct advantages in the context of supervision.
Students and trainees:
The main benefits for students of CBT are;  Gaining recognition of their skills and formalizing this recognition through national qualifications.  Opportunity to apply learning directly to the workplace and achieve "real" results. Billett et al (1999) also found enterprises had positive attitudes to the introduction of CBT and reported that multi-skilling, student competence and relevance of courses had all been enhanced by CBT. Closer interaction with enterprises has led to outcomes appreciated by both industry and students. The studies also suggest CBT has been very successful in linking more directly the worlds of work and vocational education and training. Developing countries in Africa need to borrow a leaf on this from the Australian context. Smith (1997) conducted studies on the impact of CBT on teachers and all agreed that their role had changed with the implementation of CBT. These specific changes to the teacher/trainer role were:
 An equalization of the relationship between teacher and student  Becoming more aware of the needs of individual students  Changing work organization to include more teamwork and in some cases the introduction of new lower-level teaching positions  An increase in administrative duties  Tailoring learning materials to meet the needs of local industry  Writing learning guides to augment CBT modules The TVET trainers in developing countries in Africa should hence be flexible to accommodate changes they will likely face in their work environment.
THE CHALLENGE OF TVET TRAINING IN AFRICA
According to Nyankov (1996) , TVET in developing countries has the following c summarised these concerns challenges;
 Poor quality in the delivery of TVET programmes;  High cost of training;  Training not suited to actual socio-economic conditions;  Disregard of the needs of the informal sector; and  Disregard of the labour market and high unemployment rate among graduates
In an attempt to address these challenges, Reddan and Harrison (2010) argued that TVET institutions need to restructure their programmes to be responsive to the needs of the job market, especially the industry. To achieve this goal, TVET curricula must focus on outcomes in terms of the skills, knowledge and attitudes required industry. That is, TVET provision should be responsive to the demands of industry. Only competency based training can be able to achieve this.
If more attention to key competencies and partnerships between TVET institutions and workplace is enhanced extended learning will take place and specific, job-related skills and general vocational education requirements will be met by TVET in developing countries in Africa.
CONCLUSIONS
Most African countries TVET systems have immense challenges ranging from financing, policy and even good will from the stakeholders. Competency based education is the real road towards development in Africa. Some countries have embraced CBT at its very initial stages but while policy makers are praising competency-based education, not enough is being done to ensure that our rules and regulations support it. For example, financial aid rules are generally based on seat time, and accreditation requirements tend to focus on reviews of faculty credentials, course materials, and time measures rather than what students are learning. Moving competency-based education into the mainstream will require a fundamental change in the way we look at higher education in Africa, but the improvements we will gain in student learning, efficiency, and affordability will be worth it.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the above challenges facing TVET systems in the African continent, the following recommendations can help inform policy and go a long way in trying to improve these systems in Africa;
1. The developing countries in African should be dynamic and swift in incorporating current workplace changes within their TVET institutions and curriculum in order to be responsive to the needs of the job market. 2. Industry TVET training councils should be set up in order to enhance linkages between the two institutions for better graduate employability outcomes. 3. The TVET systems in Africa should harness the power of technology for teaching and learning. Computer-mediated instruction allows the ability to individualize learning for each student. Because each student learns at a different pace and comes to college knowing different things. This is a fundamental requirement of competency-based education. 4. The developing countries that have not embraced competency standards should consider developing them in collaboration with industry in order to ensure that they capture their specific needs and beyond. 5. Developing countries in Africa should ensure that they have National Qualification Frameworks that are very important in developing competency standards and defining the levels applicable to the standards. 6. Staff development to support the introduction of CBT for teachers and trainers should be planned for inadequately and continuing needs for professional development be fully met. This will be a key factor in the success of developing countries in Africa.
